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 Calls to defund police departments and instead invest in community-based solutions to 
violence have grown considerably in the wake of the uprisings around George Floyd’s murder. 
These demands extend to the nation’s capital—Washington, D.C.—where homicide rates have 
been on an upward trend since 2015, despite having the highest per-capita concentration of 
police officers compared to any major city in the United States. Violent crime has significant 
negative impacts on individuals, families, and communities. This capstone examines the 
potential impact of redirecting $83 million, about a third of the Metropolitan Police 
Department’s patrol services budget, toward expanding violence interruption and prevention 
programs in the District.  
D.C. has initiated a number of violence prevention efforts in recent years, largely 
through the passage of the Neighborhood Engagement Achieves Results (NEAR) Act. Though the 
nascent community-based programs in D.C. have not undergone rigorous evaluation, studies 
conducted on similar programs in Chicago, New York City, Baltimore, Philadelphia, and Los 
Angeles find that they are highly effective. Research on the efficacy of increasing police forces as 
a mechanism to prevent violence produces mixed results, with small effects. Ultimately, this 
memorandum concludes that the D.C. Council has a moral imperative to back evidence-based 
approaches to reducing violence, putting the safety of residents first.  
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The brutal killing of George Floyd in Minneapolis, Minnesota set off protests, riots, and 
social unrest across the country. Demonstrations have been ongoing in Washington, D.C. for 
over 100 days1, with protestors demanding divestment from police and incarceration, an end to 
racist criminal justice practices, and a different way to address community violence.2 Your office 
reported that contrast to the 22 people who signed up to testify for the Committee on the 
Judiciary and Public Safety budget in 2019, over 15,000 testimonies were submitted in 2020.3 
 
 
                                                          
1 Lang, Marissa J. "After 100 days of demonstrations, unusual protest tactics are likely to remain." The Washington 
Post. Last modified September 5, 2020. https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/protest-tactics-
dc/2020/09/04/81a82cfa-ee74-11ea-99a1-71343d03bc29_story.html. 
2 Austermuhle, Martin. "Here's What Black Lives Matter D.C. Is Calling For, And Where The City Stands." NPR.org. Last 
modified June 9, 2020. https://www.npr.org/local/305/2020/06/09/872859084/here-s-what-black-lives-matter-d-c-
is-calling-for-and-where-the-city-stands. 
3 Roussey, Tom. "As Street Protests Continue, Thousands Speak out on D.C. Police Budget Hearing." WJLA. Last 
modified June 12, 2020. https://wjla.com/news/local/protests-dc-police-budget-hearing. 
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Statement of the problem  
The problem this proposal seeks to address is homicide and violent crime in 
Washington, D.C. Though D.C. is no longer known as the “murder capital” of the United States4, 
violence and homicide are still prevalent and impactful. Since the beginning of 2020, there have 
already been over 100 homicides, over 100 cases of reported sexual abuse, and over a thousand 
assaults with a dangerous weapon in D.C.5 A declining trend of homicides over the course of the 
last few decades has reversed in recent years, showing an uptick since 2015. Comments from 
those who deal with homicides and their aftermaths everyday suggest that the uptick has been 
driven by a growing gap between those who have opportunity in D.C. and those who don’t. The 
Deputy Mayor for Public Safety and Justice, Kevin Donahue, refers to “individuals who have had 
                                                          
4 Lewis, Aidan, and Bill McKenna. "From America’s Murder Capital to Boomtown." BBC News. Last modified August 6, 
2014. https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-28605215. 
5 "District Crime Data at a Glance." Metropolitan Police Department. Accessed September 20, 2020. 
https://mpdc.dc.gov/page/district-crime-data-glance. 
Figure 1: Rising homicide levels beginning in 2015 
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a lot of trauma in their life, who feel a disconnect from the economic vibrancy we have in the 
city.”6 Some point specifically to gentrification, including a 2019 study showing that 20,000 
African American residents in D.C. were displaced from their neighborhoods by more affluent, 
white outsiders between 2000 and 2013.7 
 There is little data available on the demographics of victims of violent crime in D.C. In 
1999, the Urban Institute’s Justice Policy Center released a report entitled, “Violence in the 
District of Columbia” with detailed breakdowns regarding the type of violent incidents 
occurring, who was most impacted, who was committing the offenses, and more. Through a 
partnership with the Mayor’s Office, they analyzed almost 15,000 violent incidents in D.C. in 
1999. One of the clearest trends was that youth (age 18-24) were victimized at a significantly 
higher rate than other age groups. They also found that Black resident of D.C. were 
disproportionately impacted by crime; while they made up only 62% of the population, they 
comprised over 80% of victims of all reported sexual, aggravated, and simple assaults, and 92% 
of homicide victims. Though the report did not explore why these disparities exist, it found that 
overall Black residents experienced a victimization rate of more than two times that of non-
Black residents.8  
 While this data is two decades old, a more recent report across the United Stated also 
finds a disproportionate impact on Black Americans. A 2007 report released by the Bureau of 
Justice Statistics found that while Black people accounted for 13% of the U.S. population, they 
                                                          
6 Gomez, Amanda M., and Alexa Mills. "Causes of Death: Why Is D.C.'s Homicide Count Rising Again?" Washington 
City Paper. Last modified August 28, 2020. https://washingtoncitypaper.com/article/176824/why-is-dcs-homicide-
count-rising-again/. 
7 Richardson, Jason, Bruce Mitchell, and Juan Franco. "Shifting Neighborhoods: Gentrification and Cultural 
Displacement in American Cities." National Community Reinvestment Coalition. Last modified March 18, 2019. 
https://ncrc.org/gentrification/. 




made up 15% of nonfatal violent crime victims and nearly half of homicide victims.9 And even a 
cursory look comparing a map of where homicides happen more frequently10 and which wards 
in D.C. are majority African American11 displays a pattern: central and southeast D.C. have 
higher Black populations and are subject to higher rates of murders. 
 
The impacts of violence are significant: on individuals, communities, and the city as a 
whole. Those who experience violent crime report a wide array of socio-emotional problems, 
including distress and shifts in relationship at work, school, and home, including more 
arguments, inability to trust, and not feeling as close. A 2014 Bureau of Justice Statistics report 
found that 91% of violent crime victims experienced one or more emotional symptoms for at 
least a month, including feeling worried or anxious, angry, unsafe, violated, vulnerable, 
                                                          
9 Harrell, Erika. "Black Victims of Violent Crime." Bureau of Justice Statistics. Last modified August 2007. 
https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/bvvc.pdf. 
10 Mazancourt, Stephen. "Homicides in the District." DC Witness. Last modified August 29, 2018. 
https://dcwitness.org/homicides-in-the-district/. 
11 Malouff, Dan. "All the Buildings and Races of DC, Arlington & Alexandria on One Map." Greater Greater 
Washington. Last modified January 30, 2015. https://ggwash.org/view/37159/all-the-buildings-and-races-of-dc-
arlington-alexandria-on-one-map. 
Figure 3: Racial segregation in D.C. Figure 2: D.C. gun-related homicides, 2018 
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distrustful, sad, or depressed. They found that 61% experienced physical symptoms for at least a 
month, including trouble sleeping, fatigue, upset stomach, muscle tension, headaches, problems 
with eating or drinking, or high blood pressure.12  
These impacts and disruptions have ripple effects out to friends and family, and can 
impact the behavior and well-being of victims for years. Theory and research points to 
associations between victimization (especially as an adolescent) and increased odds of being a 
perpetrator or victim of violence later in life, and increased odds of becoming engaging in 
substance abuse.13 Even beyond those who are directly impacted by the violence, there are 
negative externalities felt by communities where violence occurs. There can be impacts on the 
neighborhood quality, like declining property values and a reduction in new businesses. Kids are 
                                                          
12 Langton, Lynn, and Jennifer Truman. "Socio-emotional Impact of Violent Crime." Bureau of Justice Statistics. Last 
modified September 2014. https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/sivc.pdf. 
13 Menard, Scott. "Short- and Long-Term Consequences of Adolescent Victimization." National Criminal Justice 
Reference Service. Last modified February 2002. https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/ojjdp/191210.pdf. 
Figure 4: Impacts of violent crime 
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kept indoors by concerned parents and people are less likely to go for walks, translating into an 
overall drop in physical activity.14  
It is challenging to capture the economic cost of violent crime to society, because there 
are many intangible factors like the impact of pain and suffering. However, researchers have 
estimated that crime on the whole costs the United States somewhere between $690 billion and 
$3.41 trillion annually.15 In D.C., we spent $1.4 billion under the Public Safety and Justice 
appropriation title in FY2020, just under 10% of total expenditures.16 This use of city resources 
means lost opportunities for funding affordable housing, healthcare, and other services that 
could benefit residents.  
 
History and background 
 For many decades, D.C. has followed a similar policy response to other major U.S. cities: 
responding to homicide and violent crime by turning to large police forces and high rates of 
incarceration in the hopes that a higher police presence and punitive model would serve as a 
deterrent to violent crime. The number of homicides in D.C. peaked in 1991 at 482 deaths, 
leading to the epithet “murder capital” of the US.17 In 1990, the D.C. Metropolitan Police 
Department (MPD) had just over 4,500 full-time sworn personnel. That amounted to a rate of 
                                                          
14 Janke, Katharina, Carol Propper, and Michael Shields. "Assaults, Murders and Walkers: The Impact of Violent Crime 
on Physical Activity." Journal of Health Economics. Last modified May 2016. 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0167629616000187. 
15 WatchBlog. "How Much Does Crime Cost?" Last modified November 29, 2017. 
https://blog.gao.gov/2017/11/29/how-much-does-crime-
cost/#:~:text=Researchers%20have%20estimated%20varying%20annual,the%20intangible%20costs%20of%20crime. 
16 "A Resident’s Guide to the DC Budget." DC Fiscal Policy Institute. Last modified January 30, 2020. 
https://www.dcfpi.org/all/a-residents-guide-to-the-dc-budget-
2/#:~:text=How%20the%20District%20Spends%20Its,appropriation%20titles%20(Figure%202). 




742 per 100,000 residents, the highest concentration of sworn officers out of U.S. cities with at 
least 250,000 residents. The city with the next highest concentration, Detroit, had just 447 
officers per 100,000 residents.18  
The force slowly shrank from that peak, and today MPD employs more than 3,750 sworn 
members.19 The latest available data, however, show that at a rate of 551 officers per 100,000 
residents, D.C. still has the highest concentration of police for any major U.S. city.20  These 
numbers only take into consideration MPD, which is the primary police force in D.C. Because of 
its significance as the capital of the U.S. and accordingly, all of the federal agencies that are 
located here, D.C. has numerous law enforcement agencies working in the city. This includes the 
metro transit police, capitol police, park police, the secret service, FBI police, ICE, and a host of 
police agencies specifically tasked with safeguarding particular offices or buildings.21  
D.C. tops the charts when it comes to incarceration rates as well. Even when narrowing 
to just look at local offenses (i.e. not including federal charges), D.C. incarcerated residents at a 
rate of 930 people per 100,00 in 2016.22 That is higher than almost any state (Oklahoma, 
Louisiana, Mississippi, Georgia, and Alabama narrowly top 93023) and higher than every urban 
                                                          
18 Reaves, Brian, and Matthew Hickman. "Police Departments in Large Cities, 1990-2000." Bureau of Justice Statistics. 
Last modified May 2002. https://www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/pdlc00.pdf. 
19 "Brief History of the MPDC." Metropolitan Police Department. Accessed October 5, 2020. 
https://mpdc.dc.gov/page/brief-history-
mpdc#:~:text=The%20MPD%20of%20Today,more%20than%20600%20civilian%20employees. 
20 "Police Employment, Officers Per Capita Rates for U.S. Cities." Governing. Last modified July 2, 2018. 
https://www.governing.com/gov-data/safety-justice/police-officers-per-capita-rates-employment-for-city-
departments.html. 
21 "Law Enforcement Agencies in DC." Washington Peace Center. Accessed October 5, 2020. 
https://washingtonpeacecenter.org/law-enforcement-agencies-in-dc/. 
22 Austermuhle, Martin. "District Of Corrections: Does D.C. Really Have The Highest Incarceration Rate In The 
Country?" WAMU. Last modified September 10, 2019. https://wamu.org/story/19/09/10/district-of-corrections-does-
d-c-really-have-the-highest-incarceration-rate-in-the-country/. 




area except for Oklahoma City.24 By contrast, Boston, which is a similar-sized city to D.C., 
incarcerates just 81 residents per 100,000.25  
However, in the last 10 years, there has been an interest in experimenting with other 
evidence-based approaches to addressing violent crime. Most significantly, the D.C. Council and 
Mayor Bowser’s office both introduced legislation in 2015 in response to an uptick in homicides. 
Mayor Bowser’s bill, the Public Safety and Criminal Code Revisions Amendment Act of 2015, 
focused on increased surveillance and punishments. Community advocates likened it to 
continuing down the failed “tough on crime” experiments of the 80s and 90s, which mostly just 
caused incarceration rates to skyrocket.26 In contrast, Councilman Kenyon McDuffie introduced 
the Neighborhood Engagements Achieves Results (NEAR) Act, which was focused on reducing 
violence by using a public health approach, in part based on models from Richmond, CA and 
Chicago, IL. The goal was to focus on the underlying causes of violence, rather than just reacting 
to violence after it happens.  
After an amendment was made to include some of the provisions from Mayor Bowser’s 
proposal, the NEAR Act was unanimously passed by the D.C. Council in March 2016.27 However, 
controversy continued to follow the NEAR Act. Detractors continued to believe that investing in 
police is the best way to keep residents safe. They criticized the NEAR Act as “paying criminals to 
stay out of trouble” and a spokesperson for the Mayor pointed to $100 million already spent 
                                                          
24 Widra, Emily. "How America’s Major Urban Centers Compare on Incarceration Rates." Prison Policy Initiative. Last 
modified March 28, 2019. https://www.prisonpolicy.org/blog/2019/03/28/urban-incarceration/. 
25 Ibid 
26 Duckett, Tahir. "Why Bowser’s crime bill won’t reduce crime." The Washington Post. Last modified November 13, 
2015. https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/why-bowsers-crime-bill-wont-reduce-
crime/2015/11/13/9772c132-79c9-11e5-b9c1-f03c48c96ac2_story.html. 




annually on job training programs.28 Conflict around the bill meant that neither the Mayor’s 
office nor the Council fully funded the NEAR Act in the FY 2017 budget. By the next year, 
advocacy efforts pushed the Mayor’s office into fully funding the NEAR Act, and announcing its 
intent to fully implement each provision.29 
The pieces of the legislation that garnered the most attention were the creation of two 
new offices: the Office Neighborhood Safety and Engagements (ONSE) and the Office of 
Violence Prevention and Health Equity (OVPHE). ONSE engages people who are the most likely 
to be future victims or perpetrators of violent crime. It offers a transitional employment 
program that aims to improve the employment, education, and training outcomes for 
participants. It also employs violence interrupters who maintain active relationships in the 
communities they are based in, and try to deescalate situations before they become violent. 
OVPHE employs a violence interruption model that includes placing trained staff from nonprofits 
in hospitals to provide counseling, mental health treatment, mediation and dispute resolution 
services, and trauma-informed care to victims of violence and their families.30  
Additional provisions of the NEAR Act require that police officers receive training on 
community policing, bias-free policing, and cultural competency. There are new data collection 
requirements for MPD to track crime, police stops, and use of force. MPD is now paired with 
mental and behavioral health clinicians for certain 911 calls.31 The Mayor’s office set up a 
website to track implementation of the NEAR Act, which now reports that all provisions have 
                                                          
28 Davis, Aaron. "Paying criminals to stay out of trouble? D.C. could be next city to try experiment." The Washington 
Post. Last modified February 7, 2016. https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/dc-politics/paying-criminals-to-stay-
out-of-trouble-dc-could-be-next-city-to-try-experiment/2016/02/07/f3cc2d76-ca9e-11e5-a7b2-
5a2f824b02c9_story.html. 
29 "Full Implementation of the NEAR Act." Stop Police Terror Project DC. Accessed October 5, 2020. 
https://www.sptdc.com/full-implementation-of-the-near-act. 





been implemented.32 Community advocates are not convinced; the Stop Police Terror Project, a 
big supporter of the NEAR Act, has raised questions about the substantive implementation and 
the reporting of results and progress. For example, they point out that officers were required to 
be trained on limiting use of force. New training was codified in 2016, but in FY2017, the Office 
of Police Complaints report showed that use of force incidents had increased by 36%. They pose 
the question: how is the effectiveness or success of trainings being measured?33 
A number of other pilot initiatives have been started in D.C. in the last few years, 
including some that consider different approaches once violence has already occurred. One of 
these is the restorative justice program introduced by Attorney General Karl Racine in 2016 as 
an alternative to incarceration specifically for juvenile offenders. The program works to resolve 
conflicts by bringing together those affected by a crime with the goal to hold offenders 
accountable, empower victims, and repair the harm caused by crime. D.C.’s Office of the 
Attorney General is the first public safety agency to implement a restorative justice program in-
house, where restorative justice specialists operate alongside prosecutors. This program does 
not take referrals for cases involving sex crimes, gun offenses, homicides, or intimate partner 
violence.34  
The Office of the Attorney General also has a juvenile diversion program which develops 
a customized program of wrap-around services with the goal of helping each child achieve 
success and avoid new criminal offenses. This program, called Alternatives to the Court 
Experience (ACE), involves selecting participants based on a rigorous evaluation carried out by 
                                                          
32 "NEAR Act." Safer Stronger DC. Accessed October 5, 2020. https://saferstronger.dc.gov/page/near-act-safer-
stronger-dc. 





the prosecutor. It is run by the Department of Human Services, and service provision is 
customized based on the measurement of a child’s level of stress, trauma, and behavioral 
needs. Services can include therapy, mentoring, tutoring, mental health treatment, or 
recreation.35 
Finally, the Office of the Attorney General also runs a program called Cure the Streets, 
which is a public safety pilot program focused on preventing gun violence. Violence interrupters 
are selected for their credibility, relationships, and influence within target neighborhoods in D.C. 
They engage with members of the community and try to resolve conflicts before they become 
violent. Outreach workers recruit and work with individuals who are at high risk of involvement 
with violence to reduce their risk factors.36  
The FY21 budget as initially proposed by Mayor Bowser included cuts to the Office of 
Neighborhood Safety and Engagement and the Cure the Streets program under the Office of the 
Attorney General. However, the community pressure on the D.C. Council to divest from MPD 
and instead invest in community services led to a different outcome in the final budget. The 
approved budget reallocated $9.67 million and 50 FTEs from MPD to programs supporting 
violence interruption, restorative justice, and victim services. This included $1.25 million for the 
Office of Neighborhood Safety and Engagement.37 However, the funds cut from MPD did not 
come from the Patrol Districts budget line—where patrol officers are paid from—which saw a 
$100 thousand increase in the budget approved for FY21.  
                                                          
35 "Juvenile Diversion Program." Attorney General Karl A. Racine. Accessed October 5, 2020. 
https://oag.dc.gov/public-safety/juvenile-diversion-program. 
36 "Cure the Streets: OAG’s Violence Interruption Program" Attorney General Karl A. Racine. Accessed 
October 5, 2020. https://oag.dc.gov/public-safety/cure-streets-oags-violence-interruption-program. 






The goal of updated Neighborhood Engagement Achieves Results (NEAR) Amendment 
Act of 2020 is to prevent violent crime in the District of Columbia. It would aim to bring down 
the number of homicides to pre-2015 levels or lower, specifically to fewer than 100 homicides 
per year by 2025. It will accomplish this by investing significantly more resources in violence 
interruption and prevention programs and by creating more transparency around the 
implementation of these programs.  
Policy Implementation Tool  
 The proposed legislation is an update to the 2018 NEAR Act, building on the existing 
legislation to provide substantially more resources to support approaching violence as a public 
health issue, rather than one of law enforcement. The two components of the bill are: (1) 
moving $83 million dollars from the Metropolitan Police Department budget to the budget for 
the Office of Neighborhood Safety and Engagement and the Cure the Streets program under the 
Office of the Attorney General, and (2) increasing transparency and accountability for the full 
implementation of violence prevention strategies.   
 The $83 million would be removed from the Patrol Districts budget line item, which 
includes “patrols, responds to calls for service, and coordinates police services to residents, 
visitors, and commuters.”38 With an approved FY21 budget of over $249 million, Patrol Districts 
comprises almost half of the Metropolitan Police Department’s $545 million budget.39 The $83 
                                                          






million would cut the Patrol Services budget by about a third, reducing the number of sworn 
patrol officers in D.C. by the same proportion. The funds would be directed to two different 
agencies: The Office of the Attorney General for their Cure the Streets violence interruption 
program, and the Office of Neighborhood Safety and Engagement. These programs would direct 
the funds toward expanding violence interruption and prevention programs across all eight 
wards of DC, including hiring more violence interrupters and increasing the number of 
participants in the Pathways program. It would also include the creation of a communications 
function within the Office of Neighborhood Safety and Engagement.  
 The second element of the legislation would require regular reporting from both the 
Office of Neighborhood Safety and Engagement and from the Mayor’s office. Each would be 
responsible for producing an annual report that would be provided to the D.C. Council and 
publicly available on their websites. The Office of Neighborhood Safety and Engagement would 
report on their activities and key performance indicators. The Mayor’s office would report on 
the specific actions they have taken on NEAR Act implementation, including responses to public 
comment.  
 Both of these provisions would go into full effect as soon as the legislation is passed and 
the subsequent budget is approved. The cut of $83 million from the MPD’s Patrol Services 
budget would require immediate layoffs for patrol staff. 
Policy Authorization 
 This bill would be introduced in the FY21 legislative session for the D.C. Council,40 with 
the goal of being fully funded in FY22. As the NEAR Act of 2016 demonstrated, it is possible for 
                                                          




initiatives to go unfunded even once they are enacted. The actual implementation of the 
substance of this proposal requires an approved budget from both the D.C. Council and the 
Mayor’s office once the legislation is passed.41  
 
Policy analysis 
The primary goal of this legislation is to reduce the number of homicides that are 
committed in the District of Columbia. There are several examples to help evaluate the 
effectiveness of similar violence interruption programs that have been implemented in other 
jurisdictions. A 2012 study carried out by the Center for Disease Control and Prevention and 
John Hopkins University evaluated the use of a violence reduction program in Baltimore, called 
Safe Streets. Three of the four program sites experienced statistically significant reductions in 
homicides or nonfatal shootings over the course of the study. In one community, there was a 
56% reduction in killings, and 34% reduction in shootings. Participants also showed changes in 
their attitudes toward violence; they were four times more likely to show little or no support for 
gun use.42   
Similar success has been seen in other cities that utilize the same approach as the 
violence interruption work in D.C., all of which are modeled after the CeaseFire program in 
Chicago. In Philadelphia, researchers from Temple University found a 30% reduction in shootings 
when compared the 24 months prior to the implementation of CeaseFire to the 24 months 
                                                          
41 Office of the Budget Director. (n.d.). Budget Process (Step-by-Step). https://www.dccouncilbudget.com/budget-
process-step-by-step 
42 Webster, Daniel, Jennifer Whitehill, and Jon Vernick. "Evaluation of Baltimore’s Safe Streets Program: Effects on 
Attitudes, Participants’ Experiences, and Gun Violence." John Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health. Last 




after.43 A Cure Violence program in New York City saw a 63% reduction in shootings and 37% 
reduction in gun injuries in the South Bronx. It also saw a 50% reduction in gun injuries in East 
New York, each of these compared to neighborhoods with similar demographics and crime rates 
but no intervention.44 While many studies emphasize the impacts on homicide rates, a study 
based in Los Angeles examined whether or not violence interruption programs translate into 
lower over rates of gang-related crime. The theory is that these programs interrupt cycles of 
violent tit-for-tat retaliation, and so other violence aside from homicide could be impacted as 
well. They found a 45.3% reduction in gang retaliations independent of policing effects.45 
Chicago was home to the predecessor for many of these programs. A 2013 evaluation of 
CeaseFire found that it led to a 31% decrease in killings, a 1% decrease in total violent crimes, 
and a 19% decrease in shootings, on top of declining crime trends in the city as a whole.  The 
effects of the intervention were found to occur immediately, within the first month of 
implementation.46 However, funding for CeaseFire was cut significantly in 2015, which coincided 
with a steep increase in shootings and killings. The districts where the program was cut saw the 
highest increased in violence, accounting for 94% of the total citywide increase in shootings.47  
                                                          
43 Roman, Caterina, Hannah Klein, and Kevin Wolff. "Quasi-Experimental Designs for Community-Level Public Health 
Violence Reduction Interventions: A Case Study in the Challenges of Selecting the Counterfactual." Last modified 
2017. https://1vp6u534z5kr2qmr0w11t7ub-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-
content/uploads/2019/09/Roman_etal2017JEC_SelectingtheCounterfactual_CeaseFirePrepubcopy.pdf. 
44 Delgado, Sheyla, Laila Alsabahi, and Kevin Wolff. "The Effects of Cure Violence Programs in 2 New York City 
Neighborhoods." John Jay College Research and Evaluation Center. Last modified October 2, 2017. 
https://johnjayrec.nyc/2017/10/02/cvinsobronxeastny/. 
45 Brantingham, P Jeffrey, Baichuan Yuan, and Nick Sundback. "Does Violence Interruption Work?" UCLA Statistics. 
Last modified June 7, 2017. https://www.stat.ucla.edu/~frederic/papers/brantingham2.pdf. 
46 Henry, David, Shannon Knoblauch, and Rannveig Sigurvinsdottir. "The Effect of Intensive CeaseFire Intervention on 
Crime in Four Chicago Police Beats: Quantitative Assessment." Last modified September 11, 2014. 
https://1vp6u534z5kr2qmr0w11t7ub-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-
content/uploads/2019/09/McCormick_CreaseFire_Quantitative_Report_091114.pdf. 
47 Ransford, Charles. "The Relationship Between Cure Violence (CeaseFire) and the Increase in Shootings and Killings 





The same level of evaluative rigor has not been applied to the nascent programs in D.C. 
as it has in other cities. While homicide rates have continued to rise in D.C., there has been no 
counterfactual analysis to look at the effects in the areas where violence interruption programs 
are active versus are not. However, there is some program output data from the Office of 
Neighborhood Safety and Engagement. The city data shows that as of May 2019, their violence 
interrupters had connected roughly 130 people to resources after tragic events, in some cases 
with the intent to prevent retaliation. The teams had also negotiated five successful ceasefires 
between feuding neighborhood groups.48 The Pathways program, which aims to reduce gun 
violence by targeting high risk individuals with wrap-around services and resources to heal, had 
                                                          
48 Hall, Lorenzo. "He's Been Shot At. He's Lost Friends." WUSA9. Last modified May 16, 2019. 
https://www.wusa9.com/article/news/local/dc/hes-been-shot-at-hes-lost-friends-inside-the-life-of-one-of-dcs-most-
violent-neighborhoods/65-c1075db8-8f3a-445d-a822-5b94f7a548d1. 
Figure 5: Correlation between Ceasefire funding and number of shootings 
17 
 
three cohorts complete the program by the beginning of 2020. Together, they served 73 men 
with an 84% overall promotion rate. As of November 2019, about half of the group was 
employed, and fewer than 7% had recidivated. A requirement for annual reporting will provide 
more robust data about these programs.  
The Office of Attorney General’s Cure the Streets program similarly provides promising 
anecdotes, but no formal analysis. Attorney General Karl Racine testified to the Committee on 
the Judiciary and Public Safety, when the program had only been active for five months in 
January 2019. At that time, neither of the pilot sites had seen any homicides in the five months 
since the program started, compared with surrounding areas that saw 9 homicides collectively.49 
A data dashboard on the Cure the Streets website provides more up to date information, 
providing data through August 2020. Across all sites from January to August of this year, 
violence interrupters have organized 54 community events, engaged almost 10,000 residents, 
worked with 105 active participants, mediated 107 conflicts, and responded to 13 violent 
incidents to try to prevent retaliation. Across their sites, there were 6 gun-related homicides in 
2018, 12 in 2019, and 4 in 2020.50  
However, the effectiveness of this proposal is not cut and dry. The high number of 
police officer layoffs required by this legislation could necessitate large transition costs for those 
individuals, which would impact the amount of cost savings available to invest in community-
based solutions in the immediate term. And while the potential gains in community safety are 
significant based on the existing literature, there is an opportunity cost to this investment. This 
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proposal would cut $83 million from the patrol services budget for MPD, leading to a cut in 
patrol officers by about a third, or about 1,200 officers. The research body examining the 
effectiveness of police (and specifically, number of police) in deterring violent crime is 
complicated with mixed results. An executive session on policing carried out by the Harvard 
Kennedy School and the National Institute of Justice in 2008 noted that the standard practices of 
policing (e.g. employing more sworn officers, random motorized patrolling, foot patrols) did not 
affect crime rates. In fact, they went so far as to quote one of the authors, David Bayley, from 
1994 saying that “one of the best kept secrets of modern life” was that police do not prevent 
crime, and further that “experts know it, the police know it, and the public does not know it.”51 
However, the report also acknowledges that many of those studies took place in the 70s and 
80s, and crime rates have dropped significantly since then.  
The more recent literature is more mixed. Some research shows that lower level crimes, 
like auto theft, decreased when mobilizing additional officers, but not violent crime.52 Other 
studies show that increasing the number of officers or patrols does have a significant impact on 
reducing violent crime.53 In 2018, a study looked at a huge surge in federal funding for local 
police staffing as part of the 2009 stimulus bill. It was able to use quasi-random experimental 
design, comparing cities that did not receive the grants to those that did. They found that the 
3.2% increase in police staffing levels was associated with a 3.5% drop in crime, with the 
suggestion that homicides were reduced as well. They found that one additional officer 
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prevented .11 murders.54 These studies demonstrate the possibility that decreasing the number 
of officers in D.C. could lead to an increase in overall crime rate, or even in homicides 
specifically. 
Other research focuses on the importance of how officers are deployed, rather than the 
strict number of patrols. New York City, for example, made a decision to reduce the number of 
cops, and still saw a decrease in crime. They cite a data-driven model used to determine where 
to deploy officers based on 911 calls as part of their success.55 A study out of Duke University 
found that putting more resources into investigation (versus patrolling) explains the difference 
in clearance rate between homicides and nonfatal shootings. Their takeaway is that police 
departments should shift more resources towards investigation.56 It remains difficult to predict 
the impact on crime of significantly reducing the number of patrol officers in D.C. on violent 
crime. However, a plausible consequence would be an increase in nonviolent crimes, as studies 
more clearly demonstrate the link between number of officers and preventing property crimes. 
This is not an insignificant outcome. Nonviolent crime can have some of the same deleterious 
impacts as violent crime on the community. 
There are fewer studies that look at the efficiency of violence interruption programs. 
One cost analysis study fund that hospital-based violence intervention programs are a cost-
effective means of preventing recurrent firearm injuries.57 However, less formal estimates have 
been made.  A Cure Violence program in Jacksonville, Florida estimates that every dollar spent 
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on the program saves the city nearly $16 in medical and criminal justice costs.58 Thomas Abt, a 
senior fellow at the Council on Criminal Justice, estimates that it costs a city about $30,000 to 
prevent one homicide using violence interruption. Direct municipal costs for homicides are high, 
between emergency services, investigation costs, court processes, incarceration, and lost tax 
revenue. Cost estimates from the National Institute for Criminal Justice Reform provide a range 
of $765,000 to $2.5 million per fatal shooting. That puts the range of return on investment for 
violence prevention at 26-fold to 83-fold. These estimates don’t take into account other costs, 
like pain and suffering and housing values.59 
On the flip side, there are some questions about the efficiency of this proposal. The 
biggest question is that it is unclear how these programs operate at scale. Most of the existing 
programs are smaller pilot initiatives that have not been resourced to the extent that this 
proposal suggests. It is possible that there is a high return on investment when initially investing 
in a program, but that there are diminishing marginal returns as the investment goes up. For 
example, it may be that the programs are effective at identifying high risk individuals who will 
be receptive to their intervention, whereas other potential perpetrators of violence will not be 
willing to engage.  
This proposal has deep implications for equity. It is well established that the current 
system of policing and incarceration in America—what has been the nation’s answer to 
homicides and violent crime—is fraught with structural racism. From traffic stops60 to stop and 
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frisk61 to police killings62 to predictive policing algorithms63, racial disparities abound. Broken 
windows policing, or an approach that involves cracking down on minor offenses in an attempt 
to prevent more serious crimes from occurring, has led to racially biased but heavy enforcement 
of actions like turnstile jumping in New York City.64 Washington, D.C. is no exception. Studies 
have shown that police enforcement disproportionately impacts Black residents. An ACLU report 
shares that Black individuals make up 47% of D.C.’s population, but 86% of its arrestees.65 The 
pattern exists for low-level offenses like those arrested for driving without a permit and public 
marijuana consumptions, as well as for more serious crimes like assault.66 A program was 
launched in February 2019 to address gun violence by charging those caught illegally possessing 
guns under federal statutes, a harsher penalty. It came out in September that the initiative was 
only being enforced in three predominantly Black wards, rather than citywide as initially 
announced.67  
The proposal will address equity not just by taking resources away from police, who 
have a clear record of being more punitive against Black residents in D.C., but by putting 
resources into historically under-resourced communities. Though MPD has a program to 
preference applicants from within the District, they can live anywhere in D.C. and most officers 
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live in Virginia or Maryland. In 2014, just 17% of MPD’s nearly 4,000 officers lived in DC, with 
almost two thirds living in Maryland and 20% in Virginia.68 By definition, violence interruption 
programs look for credible messengers who live in and know the communities they serve.  
There are minimal considerations to account for when looking at administrative and 
technical feasibility. These are programs that already exist, and would be expanded in their 
current capacity. One administrative consideration is the need to coordinate between two 
different agencies in D.C. that each engage in violence prevention work: the Office of 
Neighborhood Safety and Engagement, and the Office of the Attorney General. The political 
feasibility and social acceptability of the proposal is a bigger question, which will be explored in 
more depth in the next section. 
 
Political analysis 
There are several key stakeholders to consider in thinking through the political 
ramifications of this proposal. The first group is the D.C. Council itself, who would need to 
endorse and pass this legislation. Charles Allen, who heads the Committee on the Judiciary and 
Public Safety and to whom this proposal is addressed, has expressed an openness to and 
interest in shifting funding away from policing toward more community-based violence 
intervention programs. When Mayor Bowser proposed cutting funding for existing violence 
interruption programs for FY2021, he opposed the cuts. He stated “We're going to change that 
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because I don't believe that we can handle fewer violence interrupters, I think we need more - 
and I think that's what our communities need.”69 
Allen has recognized more generally that policing doesn’t get at the root of violence, but 
rather that “Almost every case is between individuals where there is some type of conflict. And 
so if we can find who the individual is, who is in conflict, identify the relationship that is in 
conflict and in work to try to remove them from that situation, as well as remove the firearm for 
that situation. We aim to reduce gun violence overall.”70 This represents a shift in thinking from 
the traditional tough-on-crime pro-policing stance. There are other Councilmembers who join 
him in this viewpoint. Kenyon McDuffie, the original author of the NEAR Act, told Police Chief 
Peter Newsham that the approach to crime has been “increasing funding for law enforcement, 
and therefore an increase in public safety. I think the premise is not accurate.”71 In other 
instances he has explained that defunding the police, which as a slogan is very controversial, 
does not mean zeroing out the police budget. Rather, it means taking money that has 
contributed toward over-policing of communities of color and shifting it to actually investing in 
those communities.72   
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Councilmember David Grosso has gone further—calling for Police Chief Newsom’s 
resignation and a reduction in the police force.73 He put forward legislation that would cap the 
number of officers at 3,500, but it was rejected for being an arbitrary number.74 However, he 
and others also recognize that with Mayor Bowser acting as a staunch supporter of the police, it 
will be difficult to make substantial changes. Councilmembers Robert White and Charles Allen 
have both made statements about change needing to happen slowly and deliberately. As White 
stated, “This is new territory, so it will take some time. And the last thing any of us want to see is 
a failure in trying to transition from traditional policing to services that will assist communities in 
a safer and more sustainable way.”75 Councilmember Grosso put it in more blunt terms—that 
the city does not have the “political will” right now to make big changes, and “There are too 
many people still stuck in the old ways of a law-and-order kind of approach.”76 
Mayor Bowser is another important stakeholder. She has sent mixed messages about 
her support of violence interruption work, but decidedly does not support those programs 
taking away funding from MPD. Both when the Office of Neighborhood Safety and Engagement 
introduced their initial partners, and when Cure the Streets was started, the Mayor released 
supportive messages in tandem. She stated in February 2019 about the launch of Cure the 
Streets that “We know that breaking cycles of violence requires more than just law 
enforcement. These investments recognize that as a government and as a community, we must 
stay focused on how we connect more Washingtonians to good-paying jobs and careers, how 
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we prevent violence before it happens, and how we expand opportunity so that every person in 
our city feels a strong sense of hope, purpose, and dignity.”77 
Despite this statement of support, Mayor Bowser’s initial budget proposal for FY21 
included completing cutting the $3.7 million for Cure the Streets, and decreasing the funding for 
the Office of Neighborhood Safety and Engagement by 11.4%.78 In the same proposal, she 
proposed adding more than $17.5 million to the MPD budget.79 As mentioned earlier in this 
proposal, Mayor Bowser initially opposed the NEAR Act, which marked the initial investment in a 
public health approach to violence in DC. There is no question, however, regarding Mayor 
Bowser’s support of the MPD. In her initial FY21 budget proposal, she told NPR that what she 
requested for MPD was exactly what was needed, and she was not reconsidering her position.80  
When Mayor Bowser received the ultimate budget put forward by the D.C. Council for 
FY21, which decreased the amount of funding she put in for MPD, she was not pleased. "I 
understand the Council's goal of responding to recent incidents involving excessive force by 
police officers in other jurisdictions and the national public sentiment regarding the need to 
reform police operations," she wrote, trying to displace responsibility outside of D.C., “But 
changes to the MPD budget should be made in a more thoughtful and coordinated manner, and 
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I am concerned that the Council's proposed cuts will make District residents less safe.”81 Her 
statement went on to imply that the cuts now will just translate into more overtime pay later, 
rather than reducing the number of patrols.  
Police Chief Newsham and the MPD are predictably opposed to any cuts to their 
funding. Newsham claims that underfunded departments lack proper training and equipment, 
which creates circumstances where officers are more likely to use excessive force. Patrick Burke, 
a former assistant police chief who now heads the D.C. Police Foundation, criticized the D.C. 
Council for redirecting funds to violence interruption, saying that the three years of efforts to 
date “haven’t reduced homicides or gun violence yet.”82 Newsham has made his position clear 
over the years; he believes in a “lock ‘em up” law-and-order approach to crime. In 2018, he co-
wrote a letter to the Washington Post criticizing a commission’s vote to decrease sentence 
length for felons convicted of illegally possessing a firearm. He argued that reducing sentence 
lengths made D.C. less safe.83 In response to the emergency police reform legislation that 
passed in June 2020, a leaked video of Newsham showed him declaring to officers that the D.C. 
council had “completely abandoned” them.84 
There are a number of activist groups in D.C. that have been pushing to defund the 
police and shift resources into community-based solutions to violence as well as other 
necessities, like healthcare and affordable housing. A coalition of these groups, including Black 
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Lives Matter D.C., the Stop Police Terror Project, and the Working Families Party, have launched 
a campaign to defund MPD. One of their key demands is to invest in community safety through 
“an expansion of community-led violence interruption programs that are independent of law 
enforcement.”85 On the whole, they were unimpressed with the FY21 budget ultimately put 
forward by the D.C. Council. An organizer with the Black Youth Project 100, Dominique Hazzard, 
commented, “We did see some moves to invest in Black communities, especially as compared to 
the very troubling budget proposal that Mayor Bowser put out. We saw the restoration of 
funding for violence interruption. We saw some funding put in for mental health support in our 
schools. But at the same time, you know, that’s half of what we’re asking for. And frankly, those 
investments were not enough.”86 
It's not just activist groups that are calling for a reallocation of resources. The 
Washington Interfaith Network, a coalition that represents over 40 congregations in D.C., urged 
the Council to redirect $100 million from MPD to invest in violence prevention programs and 
mental health and domestic violence teams to respond to crises.87 More than 18,000 residents 
submitted comments to the Committee on the Judiciary and Public Safety budget hearing, and 
those comments overwhelmingly favored reducing the MPD budget.88  
However, there is clearly not a uniform stance when it comes to D.C. residents. While 
some, as demonstrated above, believe that policing is fundamentally broken, and reforms have 
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not ended killings or racial disparities in law enforcement, others have different views. City 
leaders often hear from residents who seek additional patrols in their neighborhoods, including 
right after there are shootings or other violent incidents. The matter does not sit cleanly along 
racial lines either; Troy Donté Prestwood, an elected advisory neighborhood commissioner in 
the predominantly black Anacostia neighborhood, said his constituents often ask for more 
police, not fewer.89  
Public polling has been conducted across the U.S. on this issue as well. A study published 
in June 2020 found that roughly four out of five voters (78%) support violence interruption 
strategies for reducing violent crime, and about two thirds (65%) believe such programs make 
more sense than increasing the number of police in communities. The poll found strong 
bipartisan support for violence prevention, and a recognition that programs designed to 
interrupt and prevent gun violence are more cost effective than increasing police.90  
                                                          
89 Ibid 
90 "The Case for Violence Interruption Programs As An Alternative to Policing." The Justice Collaborative Institute. Last 
modified June 2020. https://filesforprogress.org/memos/violence-interruption.pdf. 
Figure 6: Public support for community-based solutions to violence 
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Further polling has been conducted to determine public sentiment around the idea of 
defunding the police, with particular attention paid to verbiage. Most Americans oppose the 
idea of defunding the police (58% to 31%), but are more in favor of moving money currently 
going toward policing into other programs. For example, in the same poll, “redirecting funding 
for the police department in [their] local community to support community development 
programs” was supported by 43% of respondents and opposed by 42%, a much more even 
split.91 
The bottom line on the political analysis of this proposal is that there is no clear political 
win. Stakeholders on both sides of the issue claim they want the same thing—safety and justice 
in our communities—but are deeply entrenched in their view of how that should be 
accomplished. Passing this legislation would represent a political win for a large chunk of 
constituents in D.C., but would be seen as extreme by some, and would almost certainly involve 
backlash from Mayor Bowser and MPD. It would involve the immediately loss of MPD jobs, 
which would face criticism, but most of those jobs would be from Virginia or Maryland 
residents. That is one angle that could be used to ameliorate the political costs of this proposal; 
it would be shifting resources back into the District. Personnel is the largest cost of MPD, and 
the vast majority of officers are not D.C. residents. By definition, investing in community-based 
violence prevention would require hiring and investing in D.C. communities that have been 
historically excluded and divested from.  
 
                                                          






 I recommend that you sponsor this legislation and make it a high priority in the FY21 
legislative session. The safety and well-being of D.C. residents should be the chief concern of the 
Committee on the Judiciary and Public Safety. Violence has implications not just for the 
immediate people who are impacted by the incident, but for their families, friends, peers, 
neighbors, and community. Formal evaluations of violence prevention efforts in numerous cities 
across the U.S. have shown extremely effective results, creating a moral imperative to invest in 
these efforts in a substantive way. And, these programs have been able to achieve substantial 
reductions in killings and gun-related injuries with a fraction of the budget that police forces 
utilize by getting at the root causes of violence.  
This proposal poses not only an evidence-based solution to save lives, reduce violence, 
and increase public safety, but an opportunity to begin creating a more equitable distribution of 
resources across D.C. In 2013 and 2014, white households had a net worth that was 81 times 
greater than Black households in D.C.92 Disparities show up in education, employment, wages, 
housing, and health.93 While not all of these are the province of the Committee on the Judiciary 
and Public Safety, creating equitable outcomes requires a concerted effort from across the D.C. 
government. This proposal would contribute to equitable outcomes by shifting employment 
from individuals who primarily live in Virginia and Maryland to individuals who live in the parts 
of D.C. that need the most investment. Their role in the community also explicitly involves 
promoting employment opportunities, education, services, and care.  
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The strongest pushback will be resistance on the premise that the drastic decrease in 
police officers will lead to more crime in D.C. However, this reduction only appears drastic in 
relation to the current policing apparatus in D.C. Reducing the number of patrol officers by a 
third would bring down the rate of officers to about 367 per 100,000 residents. That would put 
us on par with cities like Atlanta, GA and Newark, NJ, who are still in the top 10 major U.S. cities 
by police concentration.94 This still doesn’t account for the numerous other law enforcement 
agencies present in D.C. If we could police our way out of violent crime, surely D.C. would have 
proven that by now.  
It seems highly unlikely that Mayor Bowser would sign off on a budget that includes 
such a large decrease in funding for MPD. However, she will be up for reelection in 2022, and 
public support has shifted dramatically in the direction of defunding the police since she last 
campaigned for public office. Ultimately, this Committee has a responsibility to serve the safety 
of D.C.’s constituents, and this legislation provides a clear step in the direction of safety and 
justice. 
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